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Act One


 





Mrs Borkman’s drawing room.


Its splendour is faded, the furniture old-fashioned.


Upstage there is an open sliding door leading to a  garden room with windows and a glass door.


The garden can be seen through the windows and door as can snowflakes falling in the twilight.


There is a door to the hall in the wall stage right.


A big old iron stove stands further downstage.


A fire burns inside it.


There is a single, smaller door, somewhat upstage, stage left.


Hidden by a thick curtain, there is a window, downstage on the same side.


Between the window and the door there is a sofa with a horsehair cover and a table covered by a cloth.


A lamp with a shade is lit on the table.


There is a high-backed armchair by the stove.


Mrs Gunhild Borkman sits on the sofa with her crocheting.


Her posture is stiff and her features rigid.


Her hands are fine, transparent.


She is wearing a heavy, dark silk dress.


It was once elegant, but it is now worn out and tired looking.


A woollen shawl covers her shoulders.


For a while she sits, stiff, motionless with her crocheting.


Offstage the bells of a passing sleigh can be heard.


Mrs Borkman raises her head.


Joy sparkles in her eyes and she whispers against her will.


Mrs Borkman Erhart – son – at last.


She gets up and looks through the curtains.


She appears to be disappointed.


She sits down on the sofa and resumes her work.


The Maid appears from the hall with a visiting card on a small tray.


Mrs Borkman asks quickly.


Is he here – Mr Erhart?


Maid No, Madam. A lady is outside –


Mrs Borkman puts aside her crochet.


Mrs Borkman Mrs Wilton – that’s who –


The Maid moves closer.


Maid No, it’s a stranger.


Mrs Borkman reaches for the card.


Mrs Borkman Give me – 


She reads the card.


She gets up quickly and looks sternly at the Maid.


This is for me – are you sure?


Maid Yes, I took it that it was meant for Madam.


Mrs Borkman Did she ask to speak to Mrs Borkman?


Maid She did indeed.


Mrs Borkman is abrupt and determined.


Mrs Borkman So be it. Say I am at home.


The Maid opens the door for the other lady and leaves.


Miss Ella Rentheim enters the drawing room.


She resembles her sister in appearance, but her facial expression bears more signs of suffering than harshness.


Her face still has the look of great beauty, full of character, from years ago.


The heavy hair is swept up in natural waves from the forehead.


It is quite silver white.


She is dressed in black velvet with a hat and fur-lined coat of the same material.


The sisters are still and silent for a while.


They look searchingly at each other.


Both of them clearly expect that the other will speak first.


Ella Rentheim remains near the door.


Ella Yes, I can see you are surprised, Gunhild, I see how you look at me.


Mrs Borkman stands upright.


She is motionless between the sofa and the table.


She presses her fingertips against the tablecloth.


Mrs Borkman Are you in the wrong place? You do know the estate manager lives in the side wing?


Ella I’m not here to see him today.


Mrs Borkman Then it’s me, you want me, is it?


Ella I need to have a few words with you.


Mrs Borkman moves forward across the floor.


Mrs Borkman Sit down – do, please.


Ella I prefer to stand, thank you.


Mrs Borkman As you please. Your coat, at least loosen it a little.


Ella Yes, it is a bit hot in here.


Mrs Borkman I am always cold.


As she rests her arms on the back of the armchair, Ella stands a while and looks at her sister.


Ella Well, Gunhild, almost eight years since we set eyes on each other.


Mrs Borkman answers coldly.


Mrs Borkman Since we broke breath – certainly.


Ella Broke breath, indeed, yes. From time to time you’ve seen me, I suppose. Once a year I venture here to see the estate manager.


Mrs Borkman Once or twice – I’ve glimpsed you.


Ella I’ve spied you too – a few occasions. In the window there.


Mrs Borkman You peered through the curtains, did you? Your eyes remain sharp as scissors. But the last time we spoke – that was in this room –


Ella (deprecating) Yes, Gunhild, I know, yes –


Mrs Borkman The week before – before he was let out –


Ella crosses the floor.


Ella Yes, don’t drag this up.


Mrs Borkman speaks with a firm but lowered voice.


Mrs Borkman It was the week before he, the bank manager, before he was released –


Ella Time I will never forget. But it is too depressing to think about it.


Mrs Borkman (darkly) I think of nothing else – I have no choice –


She bursts out and claps her hands.


And I don’t understand – I will never understand – how did something like that – something I cannot comprehend – how can this happen to our family – imagine, it struck our family down – a family like ours – spotless – imagine us, fallen.


Ella Gunhild, I believe that blow flattened many more than our family –


Mrs Borkman Be that as it may – I cannot care much for all those other people. All they lost – it was just money or a few papers. But for us – for me! And Erhart! My son was just a boy. Shame heaped on us two – we were innocent. Disgrace. Ugly, filthy disgrace. And we were ruined – without a penny, as well –


Ella asks carefully.


Ella Gunhild, tell me – how is he taking it?


Mrs Borkman Erhart?


Ella Himself – him – how is he taking it?


Mrs Borkman answers spitefully.


Mrs Borkman That thing – you think I’d ask after –


Ella Ask – surely you don’t need to ask –


Mrs Borkman looks at her in amazement.


Mrs Borkman Do you think I have anything to do with him? Be with him? See him?


Ella Not even see him?


Mrs Borkman He had to sit in prison for five years. Lock and key.


She covers her face with her hands.


This disgrace breaks me to the bone.


She flares up.


The name John Gabriel Borkman – what that name meant – think of it. No, I’ll never set eyes on him – never – no – never again.


Ella watches her for a while.


Ella Gunhild, you are hard.


Mrs Borkman Hard towards him, yes.


Ella He is still your husband.


Mrs Borkman What did he say in court? I was the ruin of him – I started it – I spent money like water –


Ella treads carefully.


Ella Was there no truth in that?


Mrs Borkman Who wanted it that way? He did, didn’t he? He would gild the lily, and then gild it again –


Ella I know. That was why you should have held him back. You didn’t.


Mrs Borkman How could I know it wasn’t his own money he gave me to squander? He laid waste to it as well, he was ten times worse than I was.


Ella speaks quietly.


Ella He had to keep up appearances, I imagine – for the most part.


Mrs Borkman answers with spite.


Mrs Borkman Very true. He always said we had to put on a good show. He certainly knew how to do that. Driving a four-in-hand – look at his lordship – people bowing, scraping to him – here comes his majesty.


She laughs.


And they called him by his first names – the whole country tripping over the top man, John Gabriel this, John Gabriel that. Everybody knew what a hero John Gabriel was in those days.


Ella speaks firmly and warmly.


Ella Gunhild, he was a great man then.


Mrs Borkman That’s how it seemed, yes. But he never said to me one word of the real truth. He never hinted where his money came from.


Ella No one knew that, I suspect – none of the others –


Mrs Borkman To hell with the others. He was duty bound to tell me the truth. And he never did. He lied through his teeth – lied beyond belief – no end to his lies –


Ella (interrupting) He didn’t, Gunhild, I’m sure. He kept his counsel perhaps. But he did not lie.


Mrs Borkman Right you are – call it what you will. It is all the same in the end. But then it crashed to the ground. Everything, his mad magnificence.


Ella speaks to herself.


Ella Everything – for himself – for everyone – fallen –


Mrs Borkman straightens up threateningly.


Mrs Borkman But I tell you one thing – I will not give in. I will be paid back. Believe me on that.


Ella (tense) Paid back – what do you mean?


Mrs Borkman My name, my honour, my fortunes – they will be avenged.


Ella Gunhild.


Mrs Borkman I demand vengeance for my life – my wasted life. I have someone waiting to – someone willing to clear the filth the bank manager has thrown at me.


Ella Gunhild.


Mrs Borkman rises.


Mrs Borkman He will be my revenge, Ella. He will right every wrong his father inflicted on me.


Ella You mean Erhart.


Mrs Borkman Yes, Erhart – my magnificent son. He will know how to bring back honour to our house, our name, our breed. He will achieve all that – and maybe more.


Ella How do you imagine that could happen?


Mrs Borkman As it will – I don’t know how. But I do know it can and must happen one day.


She gives Ella an inquisitive look.


Tell me this, Ella – is that not what you’ve been thinking since he was a child?


Ella I can’t say I have, no.


Mrs Borkman Is that so? Why did you take care of him then? When hell broke loose on this house?


Ella Because, Gunhild, you couldn’t.


Mrs Borkman That’s right – I couldn’t. And his father – what was his good excuse – that’s right, he was put away –


Ella is appalled.


Ella Gunhild, you can say such things–


Mrs Borkman is poisonous.


Mrs Borkman You offered shelter to the son of John Gabriel Borkman. Why did you bother? Almost as if he were your own. Remove him for me – spirit him away to your home. Hold on to him, year after year. Until the boy was almost a grown man.


She looks at Ella suspiciously.


Why did you do that, Ella? Why did you hold on to him?


Ella I grew fonder and fonder of him –


Mrs Borkman More than I was – his mother?


Ella is evasive.


Ella I can’t answer that. But Erhart was delicate back then of course –


Mrs Borkman Erhart – delicate?


Ella I thought so, yes – certainly in those days. And the air on the west coast, it’s more gentle than here, you do know that.


Mrs Borkman smiles bitterly.


Mrs Borkman Really – is it so?


She breaks off.


Well, you’ve been more than good to Erhart.


She changes her tone.


But that’s only to be expected – you could well afford to.


She smiles.


Lucky woman, Ella. You held on to everything you owned.


Ella is hurt.


Ella I assure you – I had not the slightest – until a long time after – no idea my savings at the bank had been spared.


Mrs Borkman Of course – of course. These things are beyond me. I merely point out that you were lucky.


She looks at Ella inquisitively.


But you took it in hand to rear Erhart for me – why? What was behind that – what did you intend?


Ella looks at her.


Ella Intend – I –


Mrs Borkman You must have intended something, yes. What did you want to do with him? Mould him – was that it?


Ella answers slowly.


Ella I wanted to ease his path in life – I wanted Erhart to be happy.


Mrs Borkman is dismissive.


Mrs Borkman Happy? People like us have no time for happiness.


Ella What do you mean?


Mrs Borkman looks at her seriously and significantly.


Mrs Borkman First and foremost, Erhart must shine throughout this country. All people see is the shadow his father cast over me – cast over his son. That must be lifted, and seen to be lifted.


Ella (examining her) Gunhild, is that what Erhart demands of himself – of his life?


Mrs Borkman (baffled) Let us hope it is.


Ella Or is it what you demand of him?


Mrs Borkman Erhart and I – we make the same demands of ourselves.


Ella observes heavily and slowly.


Ella So you are very certain about your boy, Gunhild.


Mrs Borkman is dark and triumphant.


Mrs Borkman I am, yes – God be thanked. You can be certain about that.


Ella Then you ought to be happy, I think. Despite everything else.


Mrs Borkman I am – as far as he is concerned. Then again – every minute – I feel this other thing like ice inside me.


Ella changes her tone.


Ella I must get to the point – why I’ve actually come here to you –


Mrs Borkman What?


Ella Something I have to speak to you about – Tell me, Erhart doesn’t live here – doesn’t live with you now.


Mrs Borkman answers harshly.


Mrs Borkman Erhart cannot live with me – he must live in town –


Ella He wrote to me about that.


Mrs Borkman It’s to do with his studies, so demanding. But he does give me a bit of his time every single evening.


Ella Then perhaps I could get to see him – speak to him soon?


Mrs Borkman He’s not arrived yet. I expect him at any moment.


Ella Gunhild, he has to be here already. He has to – I heard him walking upstairs.


Mrs Borkman gives a quick glance.


Mrs Borkman In the great hall upstairs?


Ella Yes, I’ve heard him walking up there since I arrived.


Mrs Borkman looks away from her.


Mrs Borkman Ella, that is not him.


Ella Not Erhart?


She grows suspicious.


Who is it then?


Mrs Borkman Himself. The bank manager.


Ella replies quietly, suppressing pain.


Ella Borkman. John Gabriel Borkman


Mrs Borkman He walks up and down like that. Up and down, from morning to night. Day in and day out.


Ella I’d heard rumours – word about –


Mrs Borkman I can believe that. There is no shortage of rumours.


Ella Erhart hinted – his letters. His father kept to himself – up there. And you were alone down here.


Mrs Borkman Yes, that is how we have settled things, Ella. Since the day they let him out. And sent him home to me. All during those eight long years.


Ella I never thought it could be true – never believed –


Mrs Borkman nods.


Mrs Borkman True – true. And can never change.


Ella looks at her.


Ella This must be a savage life, Gunhild.


Mrs Borkman Savage, and more so. I cannot almost endure it any longer.


Ella I imagine so –


Mrs Borkman Hearing his footfall upstairs. Incessant, from dawn to dusk, dusk to dawn. And you can hear every sound.


Ella You can hear everything – it is remarkable.


Mrs Borkman I often think I have a wolf caged upstairs, a sick wolf. Above my head.


She listens and whispers.


Listen, Ella, just listen. Here and there, back and forth, the wolf is prowling.


Ella asks cautiously.


Ella Gunhild, could things not change –?


Mrs Borkman dismisses this.


Mrs Borkman He takes no steps for that to happen, never –


Ella Could you not take the first step?


Mrs Borkman flares up.


Mrs Borkman Me – after all he has done to disgrace me? Thank you – no. The wolf can pad in his cage – that’s where I’d leave him.


Ella It is getting too hot for me. I will take off my coat after all.


Mrs Borkman Well, it’s not for want of asking –


Ella puts her coat and hat on the chair by the door.


Ella Do you ever chance to meet him outside the house?


Mrs Borkman laughs bitterly.


Mrs Borkman Bump into him at parties, you mean?


Ella I mean in the fresh air – in the woods – along the paths – when he goes out –


Mrs Borkman The bank manager never goes out.


Ella Even in the dark?


Mrs Borkman Never.


Ella is moved.


Ella He cannot bring himself to do even that?


Mrs Borkman I don’t suppose he can. He’s got this great cape and felt hat hanging in the wall cupboard – you know, in the hall.


Ella Where we played when we were little ones – that cupboard –


Mrs Borkman nods.


Mrs Borkman Once in a while – late in the evening – I hear him come down – to get dressed to go out. But halfway down, he always stops on the stairs – and turns around. And then he goes back upstairs.


Ella (quietly) His old friends – do any come to see him?


Mrs Borkman He has no old friends.


Ella He did one time – many –


Mrs Borkman He got rid of them. He made sure of that. Yes, he was a fine friend to his friends, the bold John Gabriel.


Ella You may be right there, Gunhild.


She reacts violently.


Mrs Borkman I must have my say on this. It is mean, low – it is petty and paltry of them to have blown this sky high. Yes, it was his fault – but it was only a bit of money for each of them. That was all they lost. Nothing else.


Ella does not respond.


Ella And so he lives up there all on his own. Entirely on his own.


Mrs Borkman I suppose he does, yes. I do hear that an ancient bank clerk or copyist pops in from time to time.


Ella Really? I think he’s called Foldal. They were friends when they were young, weren’t they?


Mrs Borkman I believe that’s so, yes. Apart from that, I know nothing about the fellow. He was not part of our circle, when we had a circle.


Ella Now he comes to see Borkman?


Mrs Borkman He can no longer be choosy. Foldal only comes after dark, of course.


Ella This Foldal – he suffered when the bank collapsed, he lost –


Mrs Borkman I remember even he lost some money, yes. It was probably a pittance.


Ella Everything he owned, that’s what it was.


Mrs Borkman smiles.


Mrs Borkman Never mind – it was surely next to nothing, what he owned. Not worth mentioning.


Ella It wasn’t mentioned – Foldal didn’t – during the trial.


Mrs Borkman For your information Erhart has been more than generous to that nobody.


Ella is surprised.


Ella Erhart? How has Erhart managed that?


Mrs Borkman He’s provided for Foldal’s daughter. He reads with her. That way she might make something of herself and earn her own living one day. That’s more than the father could ever do for her.


Ella I imagine the father can’t be very well off.


Mrs Borkman She’s studying music – Erhart has set that up. She’s now so proficient she even trots upstairs to him – that man in the room above. She plays for him.


Ella He is still fond of music?


Mrs Borkman I presume he is. He has the piano, the one you sent over here when he was away –


Ella She plays for him on that?


Mrs Borkman Occasionally. In the evenings. Erhart arranged that as well.


Ella Does the poor girl have to walk all the way out here? How does she get back to town?


Mrs Borkman She doesn’t need to. Erhart has set it up that she can stay with a lady who lives near here. A Mrs Wilton –


Ella is instantly alert.


Ella Mrs Wilton.


Mrs Borkman A woman with serious wealth. You don’t know her.


Ella I know the name. Mrs Fanny Wilton, I believe –


Mrs Borkman Quite right, yes.


Ella Erhart’s mentioned her in his letters – many times. So, she lives out here now?


Mrs Borkman Renting a villa, yes. She left town a while ago.


Ella (reluctantly) They say – people say – well, she’s supposed to be divorced –


Mrs Borkman The husband probably passed away years ago.


Ella But they were divorced – he divorced her –


Mrs Borkman He left her. He did it. No fault of hers, I believe.


Ella Do you know her well, Gunhild?


Mrs Borkman Quite well – she lives near – she looks in to see me –


Ella You like her a great deal, perhaps?


Mrs Borkman She understands what’s what. She gives her verdict and sticks to it.


Ella Verdict on people, you mean?


Mrs Borkman People – yes, mostly. She scrutinises Erhart. She sees his depths, his soul. And the woman therefore worships him – as is only reasonable.


Ella (a little shyly) Could it be she knows Erhart more – intimately than she does you?


Mrs Borkman Erhart met her often in town. Before she moved out here.


Ella (asks without thinking) But she still left town?


Mrs Borkman is baffled and looks harshly at Ella.


Mrs Borkman What do you mean by that ‘but’?


Ella is evasive.


Ella Nothing, I did not mean –


Mrs Borkman You said it in a strange way. You meant something, Ella.


Ella looks her firmly in the eye.


Ella I did, Gunhild – I did mean something.


Mrs Borkman Out with it.


Ella First, I should tell you I feel I have some right to Erhart too. Or perhaps you don’t think so?


Mrs Borkman looks across the room.


Mrs Borkman You have, I suppose – considering you spent a fortune on him then –


Ella Not that, Gunhild. It’s because I’m fond of him –


Mrs Borkman smiles spitefully.


Mrs Borkman My son – fond of him – you? In spite of everything?


Ella I am, yes. In spite of everything. My heart warms to him, in as much as it can do so – nowadays. At my age. I am fond of the boy.


Mrs Borkman Very well – let it be – but –


Ella It’s why I panic when he is under threat –


Mrs Borkman Threat – who threatens Erhart?


Ella In your way, you do.


Mrs Borkman cries out.


Mrs Borkman I do?


Ella Then there is this Mrs Wilton. I fear her –


Mrs Borkman looks at her for a while, baffled.


Mrs Borkman You can believe something like that of Erhart? My own son. He must perform his great mission.


Ella Mission – really.


Mrs Borkman Do you dare, in your spite, dismiss –


Ella Erhart is a young man – he is happy, he is healthy. Do you dare think he’d sacrifice himself – his life for some silly mission?


Mrs Borkman (strong and firm) Erhart will do it. I know it for certain.


Ella shakes her head.


Ella You do not know it, you don’t believe it.


Mrs Borkman Don’t I?


Ella It’s only in your dreams. If you didn’t have them, you’d be in despair, you believe you’d be in absolute despair.


Mrs Borkman Yes, I would then despair. (Angry.) Perhaps that’s what you’d like to see, Ella.


Ella raises her head.


Ella Yes, that’s what I’d rather see – if you can only save yourself by sacrificing Erhart.


Mrs Borkman You want to come between us. You – between mother and son.


Ella I’ll free him from your power. Your clutches. Your rule.


Mrs Borkman You can no longer do that. You had him – right until his fifteenth year – chained to you. I have won him back, you’ll see.


Ella Then I will get him back from you again. Here we are once more, Gunhild, fighting to the death for the life of another human being, just as we did before.


Mrs Borkman looks proudly at her.


Mrs Borkman And I was the winning side.


Ella smiles spitefully.


Ella And you think you gained by winning?


Mrs Borkman answers darkly.


Mrs Borkman No – you’re right there.


Ella Nothing for you to gain this time either.


Mrs Borkman No gain – to keep a mother’s hold over Erhart?


Ella All you want is power over him.


Mrs Borkman As do you.


Ella (warmly) I want his mind that I love – his soul – his heart – all of it –


Mrs Borkman You’ll never, ever have that again –


Ella Perhaps you have taken care of that?


Mrs Borkman smiles.


Mrs Borkman I did take the liberty. Have you not read it in his letters?


Ella nods slowly.


Ella Yes, by the end, his letters were you, through and through.


Mrs Borkman provokes her.


Mrs Borkman I have been busy these eight years – I have opened his eyes.


Ella (controlled) What have you told him about me? Do you dare repeat it?


Mrs Borkman Yes, I do.


Ella Well, do it then.


Mrs Borkman I told him the truth – that’s all.


Ella Which truth?


Mrs Borkman I never let him forget how much we owe to you – you let us live as well as we do – in fact we can live at all only because of you.


Ella Is that it?


Mrs Borkman That is enough – something like that eats into a body. I can feel it in myself.


Ella Erhart already knew this more or less.


Mrs Borkman When he came home to me he did believe you’d done it all out of the goodness of your heart.


She looks triumphantly at Ella.


That’s not what he believes now, Ella.


Ella What does he think now?


Mrs Borkman He believes the truth. I asked how would he explain Aunt Ella never cares to visit us –


Ella (interrupts) He knew why before –


Mrs Borkman Now he knows better. You had him thinking it was to spare myself and – and himself walking the floors up there –


Ella It was so.


Mrs Borkman Erhart no longer puts a blind bit of faith in that.


Ella What have you made him believe about me now?


Mrs Borkman The truth – you are ashamed of us, you disdain us. Maybe you don’t? Didn’t you once before scheme to tear him completely away from me? Think about that, Ella – surely you remember?


Ella rejects this.


Ella That was in the worst days of the scandal – when the case came to court. I no longer entertain such thoughts.


Mrs Borkman Much good would it do you, if you did. What would become of his mission? No, thank you. Erhart needs me, not you. That’s why he is as dead to you as you are to him.


Ella is cold and determined.


Ella Wait and see – for I am determined to stay here.


Mrs Borkman stares at her.


Mrs Borkman You, here on the estate?


Ella Here.


Mrs Borkman For the night?


Ella For the rest of my life if I have to – I stay here.


Mrs Borkman gathers herself.


Mrs Borkman Yes, Ella – the estate is yours, after all.
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